A peek into the corridors of time: Arcade at Independence Square

The origins of the Arcade Independence Square, initially built as the Cinnamon Gardens Asylum
which later came to be known as the Jawatta Asylum and finally, the Colombo Asylum date
back to Governor Gregory’s initiatives to build a state of the art landmark asylum in Ceylon in
1875. There were disagreements between the Superintendent of the asylum, Principal Civil
Medical Officer, Governor, Colonial office, Lunacy Commission, Crown agents and the
Commission appointed to review the plans for the asylum. Identifying an accessible site with
adequate water supply and drainage, designing an asylum based on Western concepts for a
tropical climate, designing clinical spaces for patients in a different culture, limiting the
construction costs to the available funds and meeting expectations of different segments of the
society posed formidable challenges.

Finally in 1882, Governor Longdon recommenced the construction of the asylum within the
allocated budget of 450,000 rupees. It was built in stages over a period of nearly 13 years.
Documents related to above discussions are available in the National Archives of Sri Lanka and
the British Museum.

In order to ensure proper supervision of the asylum by government officials and for the provision
of additional medical and other services when necessary, the Cinnamon Gardens site was
preferred over other sites. The availability of more than 50 acres of grassland for future
extensions on the south eastern side and a reservation for bungalows on the north western side
of the proposed 14 acre site was an added advantage. The pavilion model design with entrance
and administration blocks, four wings with eight pavilions provided accommodation for fifty
inmates in each. Day rooms, wards and single rooms accommodated the inmates. Each
pavilion was separated to prevent spread of possible infection.

Administration and services including the wash rooms, dead room, garden shed, quarters and
the stores were also provided. Pavilion design was preferred as new extensions could be added
on in the future. The setting and the design of the building including the interior, promoted
maximum daylight, secured greatest amount of circulation of air about the buildings, and
enabled every part to profit by the prevailing winds. Simple internal arrangements facilitated air
circulation within the building.

Access to all sections of the asylum was made easy through corridors without being exposed to
the elements. Both administrative and clinical staff had easy access to patients and utilities.
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Nine acres of land was left for the garden and outdoor activities which included recreation,
resting, gardening, leisure activities and sports. As Ceylon did not have doctors with expertise in
this field, a superintendent was recruited from England and two local assistants helped him in
his work. Patients were classified according to the clinical state and accommodated in the
appropriate sections of the asylum.

The Colombo Asylum had undergone decay due to neglect over the years. The present project,
an integral part of the Metropolitan City Development Plan undertaken by the Ministry of
Defence and Urban Development has made use of contemporary ideas, local experts and
modern technology creatively to transform the complex into a very beautiful, modern and
refreshing public space.

It would be appropriate for us to take note of what Governor Gregory stated at the time of his
departure in 1875. “..this building will be a credit to the colony....” and “....while every modern
appliance for the comfort of inmates is provided, this building, whether the exact present plan be
adhered to or modified, will be from its structural merits and the decorative character of the
grounds attached to it one of the future ornaments of the city........

From the internet-

By Prof. Nalaka Mendis

(The writer is Professor of Psychiatry, Emeritus, University of Colombo)
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